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Double Sensation
The body that sees also sees itself. Because the human body simultaneously sees
and is seen, there is no absolute distinction between the subject who sees and the object
that is seen. Hence we should not think of the world as being separate from us. The
Cartesian (or representationalist) view of perception was built on the notion that the mind
is an internal refuge detached from the external world of objects that surround us. This
view subscribes to a false dichotomy between an inside and outside—an internal versus
an external world. Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s “double sensation” is the paradox of the
human body that touches and is touched simultaneously. Due to intersubjectivity of the
body, humans too—like objects—are “caught in the fabric of the world.”1

Fig. 1. Double Sensation, Kiwha Lee Blocman, 2022

1

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Eye and the Mind, 3
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In engaging pattern as a tool with potent narrative potential as well as the
ornamentalist and architectural paradigms of “The Orient” whose visual vocabulary was
borrowed by modernists like Matisse, I decentralize and de-hierarchize the compositional
components that make up a painting—patterns are used to create spatial depth, not
European perspectival conventions or modeling. I tap into the breath-like, ebb and flow
between humans and things that have historically stood in for people of the imaginary
Orient. (“The Orient” as the geopolitical regions of Central, East, and South of Asia as
well as North Africa.) I make paintings through a conscious, shifting bifocality—weaving
in and out of hybrid, mutual states of becoming—inside/outside, near/far, now/then,
solid/void—and will be using Lorraine O’Grady’s conceptual framework of ‘both/and’ to
discuss my thesis exhibition “This Most Distant.”

Vision and movement are united because one’s ability to see is intertwined with
one’s ability to move in a body that sees and is in motion as a single combined process.
According to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, any attempt to divide representational minds and
represented objects cannot accurately describe our actual experience as beings in the
world—vision and body cannot be separated. Linear perspective in painting therefore
cannot do justice to actual experience in real space. The minute one moves, the
appearance of space of course changes. In order to capture what a given space truly
feels like for a body, the painter must imagine her immersion more abstractly from many
views. Cubism was the go-to stylistic movement that fulfilled this modernism criteria at
the turn of the last century but are there other models? Art historians Joachim Pissarro
7

and David Carrier made a clear point of this: “What our Art World needs now is many
other criteria.”2 in their book Aesthetics of the Margins/The Margins of Aesthetics in their
argument for a more inclusive art canon.

Fig. 2. Signs, Kiwha Lee Blocman, oil and mulberry paper on canvas

2

David Carrier and Joachim Pissarro, Aesthetics of the Margins, The Margins of Aesthetics, 157
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My search for the truest representation of my personal experience in real space led
me to multiple paradigms working side by side and laid over one another in a single
painting. Breaking through crevices, patterns made with different marks by hand and
without my hand become active screens that bind disparate parts together—making
some marks more visible and others camouflaged. I relate to Lorraine O’Grady’s account:
“For me, art is part of a project of finding equilibrium, of becoming whole. Like many bior tri-cultural artists, I have been drawn to the diptych or multiple, where much of the
information happens in the space between”3

I was entirely educated in the West (America, Australia, England) yet I spent many
years in Asia as an adult (Singapore, Korea, Japan, a few months in China) which may be
a migratory pattern in reverse for some but was integral in shaping a “both/and” position:
“an alternative to the hierarchical, ‘either/or’ binaries of Western culture,” as defined by
Lorraine O’Grady. Over the years, I have made a conscious effort to re-educate myself
with knowledge that I was not taught at school in any of the three Western countries I
was raised in. Painting itself is a construct born of cultural imagination. There is the “real
space” as defined by David Summers in Real Spaces: World Arts and the Rise of Western
modernism consisting of physical objects and architecture, then there is the “virtual
space” which all images fall under. Painting sits squarely in the world of the constructed
in that it is on a planar surface and created according to the social and/or spatial order
the artist has learned and thus projects.
3

O’Grady, Lorraine. Some Thoughts on Diaspora and Hybridity: An Unpublished Slide Lecture
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Because human bodies move yet paintings are stagnant and flat, mimesis in
painting can hardly replicate the experience of how it truly feels to be in space. Therefore
it requires the painter’s openness to experience and unique translation of that experience
to transmit a truer sense of a given space to the viewer. If my natural disposition is to
toggle constantly and make boundaries more porous—among places, between image
and the real, between body and architecture, between object and body, the body and
landscape—then becoming willingly entangled in “the flesh of the world” as
Merleau-Ponty called it has to be central. O’grady expressed it this way: “[...] If all the
boundaries are fluid, then most of what will interest me is occurring in the
between-spaces”.4 Sarah Sze’s approach to space is one I identify with as well: “The
meaning is happening between the transition between things, not the things themselves.”
These accounts are poetically relational in their respective disciplines of performance and
sculpture. Often regarded as separate from real space, painting cannot self-isolate
because the perceiving and sensing body is in fact intertwined with the world as well.
This initial paradox leads to more paradoxes—even leading to reversals and mirroring.
Cezanne said, “Nature is on the inside.” The roles between the painter and the seen are
reversed and is the reason many painters have said that things look at them. As Andre
Marchand says, after Klee: “In a forest, I have felt many times over that it was not I who
looked at the forest. Some days I felt that the trees were looking at me, were speaking to
me […] 5

4
5

Lorraine O’Grady, Olympia’s Maid: Reclaiming Black Female Subjectivity
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Eye and Mind, 6
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Fig. 3. Life Unstill, Kiwha Lee Blocman, oil on canvas, 2022
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Between the Animate and the Inanimate
Poet Mark Doty once described the Still Life genre this way: “It is an art that points
to the human by leaving the human out; nowhere visible, we’re everywhere.” Objects
depicted in a particular genre of Still Life known as Pronkstilleven (Dutch for
“ostentatious”, “ornate” or “sumptuous” and Pronk for short) normalized a confusion
between objects and subjects. The depicted objects spoke specifically about a projection
of human relations among nations. Dutch painter Willem Kalf’s objects resonate with
exotic origins, trade routes and mercantile power of Holland during the height of the
Dutch Golden Age in the seventeenth century. The scene set is pure interplay of objects
and materials from the Middle, South and Far East as well as North Africa designed to
signal the owner’s imagined worldly status, dominion over newly “discovered” lands and
wealth generated from them. Persian carpets, Chinese porcelains, luscious silks,
ostentatiously gilded and adorned nautilus shells taken from the Indian Ocean, woven
and printed, patterned textiles of all kinds that Europe had never known were possible,
folding screens, lacquered boxes, spices, etc. became props in an aesthetic arrangement
instrumentalized to elicit desire.

This genre churned out varying qualities of production and became so popular at
the time that homes of every class owned Pronk Still Life paintings—the “next best thing”
to owning real Oriental objects. These paintings expressed the values of a new Calvinist
Dutch society and the individual artists that painted them. We do not get given any
narrative of societies seized under colonial rule or the power dynamics at play in
12

general—mass-producing factories would be set up specifically to cater to European
demand. Object production and image production would work in tandem to perpetuate a
problematic narrative that would solidify a vertical relationship to continue for four more
centuries.

Fig. 4. Willem Kalf, Still-Life with a Late Ming Ginger Jar, oil on canvas,1669
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Entire peoples and traditions were invisible yet the objects that stood in for them
were hypervisible and fetishized—increasingly more so due to original meanings lost as
commercial value rose. Roland Barthes said, “What can be the justification of such an
assemblage if not to lubricate man’s gaze amid his domain, to facilitate his daily business
among objects whose riddle is dissolved and which are no longer anything but easy
surfaces?”6 Grouped together regardless of proximity or cultural use, the side by side
display of unrelated exotic things from lands as diverse as Morocco and China were seen
only for their enormous exchange value—shiny and seductive, they became “empty”
commodities. This very obsession with seductive surfaces showed too in the painters’
efforts to capture an eerie glow or life force emanating from hyperreal representations.

I imagine myself retracing the Silk Road yet fragments are free to be themselves
and have agency to be. The paint’s activity on the surface of my paintings unfolds both in
additive and subtractive ways so time seems to operate in both directions. Unlike vanitas
which were reminders of the transience of human life through “dead” objects, I focus
rather on the intermingling activities of unseen life: ornamental fragments and architecture
appear to float in and out—weightless and breathing. The viewer’s eyes are made to scan
and move around in deeper, wider, more complex space beyond the enclosed frame of
my paintings. We only see a moment of a much bigger, moving world that certainly
extends beyond my own invention.

6

Roland Barthes, The World as Object, 5
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Fig. 5. Escape from Gravity, Kiwha Lee Blocman, oil on canvas, 2022
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Hypervisible Non-presence
Chinese and Korean landscape paintings cannot be read whole without the
void—that is, an emptiness, a nothingness—that informs so much of Eastern philosophy,
especially Daoism and Buddhism. The term for landscape paintings in East Asia
translates as “mountains and water” (Chinese: sanshui; Korean: sansu; Japanese: sansui)
because landscapes always feature these two natural elements to signify cyclical
relations and mutual becoming.

Fig. 6. Landscape with a Gentleman Visiting a Scholar
in a Lakeside Pavilion, Choson dynasty (Korean), first
half 17th century; Traditionally attributed to Kim Che
(active mid-16th century); perhaps by Yi Ching
(b.1581) or Kim Mongguk (b. 1600). Courtesy of
Harvard Art Museums

To paint mountains and water is to paint a portrait of humankind—not so much the
physical representation of humans often missing in traditional scroll paintings but more
the mind and spirit: her rhythms, contradictions and dreams. My paintings are portraits of
16

my inner preoccupations reflected back at me—and in them are my resolution of
opposites, or the pulsations of “vital breaths” as I call them. Lately, I have been indulging
in the both/and attributes of clouds—ungraspable yet real in their simultaneous
emptiness and fullness. In this way, I also regard my paintings as self-portraits.

In his book Empty and Full: The Language of Chinese Painting, Francis Cheng
says that the external world is not only “out there” but that it is also “seen from the inside
and becomes the expression of man himself”.7 Beyond pure metaphors alone, mountains
and water embody the laws of the cosmic universe as well as the micro laws of
organisms that live inside of us. To paint mountains and water for me is to speak of
intersubjective relations between humankind’s inner and outer worlds as well as highs
and lows—as interchangeable subjects and objects—how we see ourselves becomes
how we treat other free and equal beings. At every moment, humans are unique in that
we are both Subject and Object.

Vital Breaths
The two poles of transformation are marked by mountain-water relief blocks that I
have created—printed directly onto canvas with oil. I call them “vital breaths” as they
represent a constant transformation—a cyclical animation of convex and concave marks
made.

7

Francis Cheng, Empty and Full, 84
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Fig.7. Detail views from left to right, top to bottom:
Empty and Full, Signs, Multiplicity of Eddies, Empty and Full

I have been investigating ways to make my metaphorical vital breath marks visible
and felt through the power of patterns and subtractive processes in order to make the
18

unseen seen. I reinvent ancient printmaking processes through resist techniques but with
oil paint—thus an attempt to blur the manmade divide between two worlds. When one
looks more closely at the central forms in my paintings, they will discover that they are in
fact “empty” or rather, painted in a reductive manner. One is able to see the shape only
because of the additive paint beside it. Color and pattern work together to produce
complex vibrational effects. Color too, as we know, does not work in isolation and has
tremendous figure-ground shifting power.

It is often thought that pattern is just the repetition of a motif but this is not the
case. As Amy Goldin discussed in her seminal essay Patterns, Grids and Painting in 1975,
“the crucial determinant of a pattern is the constancy of the interval between motifs”8,
meaning the breaks are what make a pattern. Goldin further explains that if you keep the
spacing between sequences of letters, it does not matter which letters are used or say if
you change the letters to numbers—a pattern will still appear. Without intervals, we would
not be able to hear the beats of a drum or any rhythm for that matter. Inhalation would
lose its meaning without exhalation and vice versa. In this way, questioning which is the
subject and which the object is moot—they are mutually dependent on the other’s
existence and equal partners in a pattern of yin-yang. My personal symbols that represent
this notion of mutual becoming are actually influenced by a few non-Western cultures and
not isolated or belonging to just one.

8

Amy Goldin, Patterns, Grids and Painting, 41
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Landscape scroll paintings make me think about scale shifts and
perspective-taking more philosophically as though I am zooming in and out of space with
each breath. It feels more real to me when approaching landscape this way: “Mountains
for example are often viewed simultaneously as though from a certain height and as
though directly facing them, and those in the distance might appear leafed than those in
the foreground.”9 Breaths are a series of interruptions and breaks. Patterns of life are
nature’s promise and with the generations grow more algorithmically complex. There are
mind-expanding derivatives found in life such as crystals and the proliferation of
uncontrollable life like weeds, moss, colonies found on rocks and seabeds like barnacles
and seaweed—it is how entire galaxies are formed. Something that infinitely fascinates
me due to inherent scale shifts between the part to its whole involved is the chaotic
phenomena of the never-ending pattern known as the fractal. It is a modeling structure
we humans only began to understand in 1975 when mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot
discovered and coined the word fractal—meaning “broken” or “fractured” in Latin. The
part is the model for the entire whole—a seeming contradiction yet biological truth.

In my painting Empty and Full, I employ my vital breaths logic as layers that
envelop the entire surface like nets while also creating deeper space when sections are
combined with color. Doing so causes one to rapidly scan the painting instead of settling
on a singular focal point, as typical with the human form in the Western painting tradition.
I keep the eyes of the viewer moving, always searching—but what is the search about?
9

Francis Cheng, Empty and Full, 91
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Larger patterns of human behavior outside the confines of a frame? An aerial map of the
whole? Undivided and uncensored pleasure of the senses? A more expansive, multiple
and inclusive “story of art” and aesthetic theory that may broaden our definition of what
constitutes “fine” art? As David Carrier and Joachim Pissarro posit, “[...]what is at stake is
something other than truth—and it will not result in any clear, transparent, smooth, and
meaningful overarching account.”10

Pattern and the Void
As part of my thesis, I am discussing for the first time an alternative to looking
through the proverbial European glass window also known as “easel painting”. I have
adopted the jali, the Indo-Islamic ornamental stone architectural screen that acts like a
window with no glass pane but rather patterned holes through which light and air can
enter which is a concept most evident in my work Empty and Full but also in Multiplicity
of Eddies. It is the void that allows light to physically pierce through and be seen—or
rather the decorative openings on the stone screen that enable light to enter—in this
case, laser-focused concentrations of light and air pushing through from “the other side
of the painting” to greet and blind the viewer standing in front of the painting. Instead of
looking out of a window as is traditional in Western painting, I imagine the physical world
penetrating through the lattice structure set up in my paintings and streaming into the
room of the viewer and affecting it—making room for a backlit sensation. In Multiplicity of
Eddies, I imagine a patterned stained glass window bathing the interior of the viewer with
10

David Carrier and Joachim Pissarro, Aesthetics of the Margins, The Margins of Aesthetics, 58
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concentrated unabashed light and color. The “outside-in” is a new painting narrative that
makes me think about painting in a new way and serves as a formidable counterpoint to
easel painting’s “window within a window”. Due to what it inspires within me as a creative
person, I am more excited by an activated patterned screen of varying brightness and
patterns that let the world in over an illusory glass frame that easily gets reality mixed up.

Fig.8. Empty and Full, Kiwha Lee Blocman, oil on canvas, 2022

22

Oppositional Forces (Both/And)
The jali is an airy patterned screen with no appendages to open or close. It is in
fact always open and an exact mirrored reversal on the other side due to the openings
that fully penetrate the physical wall. When light streams in through the tiny patterned
lattice (or so imagined in my paintings), it is laser-like and sharp because of the “fullness”
of what is beside it and causes the surface to vibrate—particularly when color joins forces
with pattern. This is an example of how an empty pattern can make non-presence so
undeniably present and powerful. A hybrid way to talk about painting, the ornamental and
architectural all at the same time, I am marrying the real with the virtual—the both/and
framework applied to painting. It is emptiness made manifest.

Since the birth of Modernism with a capital “M”, there has been a highly charged
relationship between “the Modern” and “the Oriental”. Valerie Juadon and Joyce Kozloff
do not mince words and speak of the prejudice and scorn targeted at all things deemed
decorative—applied arts and craft—in their groundbreaking 1978 essay Art Hysterical
Notions of Progress and Culture. They expressed that such an attitude was rooted in
hierarchies and Western cultural chauvinism: “fine art above decorative art, Western art
above non-Western art, men’s art above women’s art”.11 The following are from Jaudon
and Kozloff’s collection of quotes in their essay:
“It cannot be denied that in course of time it [Islamic art] pandered to the besetting sin of
the oriental craftsman, his intolerable patience and thoughtless industry.” (Roger Fry, The
Munich Exhibition of Mohammedan Art, 1910)
11

Valerie Jaudon and Joyce Kozloff, “Art Hysterical Notions of Progress and Culture”, 47
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“[...] it is to be noted that all the peoples whose drawing shows this peculiar power of
visualization (sensual not conceptual) belong to what we call the lowest of savages, they
are certainly the least civilizible […]” (Roger Fry, The Art of the Bushmen, 1910)
“No ornament can any longer be made today by anyone who lives on our cultural level.”
“It is different with the individuals and peoples who have not yet reached this level.” (Adolf
Loos, Ornament and Crime, 1908)
“If we go on allowing the minor arts to think themselves the equal of Great Art, we shall
soon be hail fellow to all sorts of domestic furniture. Each to his place!” (Amedee
Ozenfant, Foundations of Modern Art, 1931)
“There is a hierarchy in the arts: decorative art at the bottom, and the human form at the
top.” (Le Corbusier and Amedee Ozendant, After Cubism, 1918, quoted in Ozenfant,
Foundations of Modern Art)

One’s perception at best is unstable phenomena and as well, often arbitrary—we
see what we have been trained to see culturally. Seeing what is not there or seeing things
in a new way makes painting an agent in the provocation of new thought. I also think
about the notion of both/and through simple physics. Though often misunderstood,
centrifugal and centripetal forces are actually the same thing—just in opposite directions.
The difference only has to do with frames of reference, that is, “different viewpoints from
which you measure something,"12 according to Andrew A. Ganse, a research physicist at
the University of Washington. Newton's third law states that "for every action, there is an
equal and opposite reaction." In the case of a rotating system, the centripetal force pulls
the mass inward following a curved path, while the centrifugal force is the sensation in
the opposite direction that an object feels. There is only one real force while the other is
just an illusion.

12

Jim Lucas, Ben Biggs. “What are centrifugal and centripetal forces?”, Livescience.com, March 07, 2022
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Fig.9. Multiplicity of Eddies, Kiwha Lee Blocman, oil on canvas, 2022
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Decentralizing Lineage
The path to modernity in abstraction has actually been symbiotic and dialogical
between the West and the Orient. The story that we have been told about a pure lineage
from Europe to America is not only problematic in its exclusion and erasure of the
imaginary Orient but is also inaccurate and limiting for all of us who share a common
stake in the future of art. There has been much analysis of the significance of Matisse in
American Modernism13 The pervasive inclination to draw a single unbroken line from
Matisse to Abstract Expressionism to Minimalism then Pattern and Decoration (P&D) by
American art critics in the seventies was an incomplete and misleading narrative. “P&D
opened up long-obscured art historical vistas forged by ancient transcontinental trade
routes and paved by colonial imperialism. This under-recognised heritage was the result
of the labor of traditional artisans, Third World sweatshop workers, and everyday
homemakers.”14 The common desire by critics to leave out the non-West was unfortunate
but not surprising for the times. However, there is renewed interest and excitement over
P&D in very recent years. It feels like an opportune time today more than ever to have
more honest, less “pure” and more entangled dialogue about this complex, interwoven
relationship of “the Modern” and “the Oriental” as it pertains to art history.

For Henri Matisse, many of his influences came from outside the established art
canon—the physical and real world of ornamental objects and decorative architecture of
13

See, for example, Alfred H. Barr, Matisse. His Art and his Public, New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1951, p.264; Clement
Greenberg, “Influences of Matisse,” in : Art International, 17, November 1973; Stephanie Barron, “Matisse and Contemporary Art,” Arts
Magazine, May 1975. Meyer 1982/83
14
Holger Otten, “Pattern and Decoration Revisited—Matisse and the Politics of Art History in the Postwar USA”, 34
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the Orient. Matisse moved away from illusionistic space to one of decentralized space.
He collapsed the illusion of space by painting contrasting and overlapping patterns of
curtains, wallpapers, upholstery and rugs where these objects would rival the human
form, often competing for attention or trading semblances in his later paintings. This
lifelong inquiry ultimately brought him to the invention of cut-outs—itself influenced by
Chinese calligraphy—and more concretely obscured presence and absence. He arrived
there by following his curiosity, suspending historical “reason” in the studio, eventually
paying tribute and dedicating the rest of his life to pushing the formal boundaries of “the
decorative”.

Braiding a Reimagined Narrative of Abstraction
Abstract painting to me is a means, not an end. In my practice, painting is free to cross
paths with architecture, craft, design, film, music, fashion, etc.—touching and being
touched by things in and of the real world. Patterning is a concept-driven art and
inherently abstract at the same time (flatness was only one criteria)—it is by its nature a
critical way of approaching postmodernism. While modernity gave rise to the voices of
all, the Art System continues to be a system for “the happy few.”15 Pushing against the
arbitrary constraints set by Western painting, intersubjectivity calls one to approach the
world with openness, engagement and a recognition of the shared stakes involved. For a
painter, this feels all the more poignant because interconnected consciousness between
oneself and the outside—extended through observation and immersion in order to
15

David Carrier and Joachim Pissarro, Aesthetics of the Margins, The Margins of Aesthetics, 58
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manifest the world most accurately in painting—depends on it.

We believe, indeed, in the possibility of a multitude of alternative canons—not
superseding or excluding each other but complementing each other.16 Pattern has the
narrative potential to alter the habits for how we read a painting—whether it be through
rapid scanning or a different kind of window through which we see—in my case,
perception activated from behind the painting characterized by the jali. There is a fine line
between reality and perception. Real space does not have to be outside of perception.
Real space need not be separate from painting. The “back-lit” or “outside-in” framework
introduced in this paper allows us to revel in the notion of emptiness as meditative
philosophy but also one that can have immediate social implications. Pattern is covert
and can convert broad spectrum daylight that we do not take particular notice of into
beams of intense filtered light—shining it where we need it. It was the pattern that
inevitably directed me—an artist made up of many parts yet observes and remakes
space with an inseparable mind and body—back to myself, but this time whole.

16

David Carrier and Joachim Pissarro, Aesthetics of the Margins, The Margins of Aesthetics,157
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Fig. 10. Installation view. Kiwha Lee Blocman. Empty and Full and Multiplicity of Eddies, 2022
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